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Fallen stars

.|
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the United States at the address of what

was once the Novosti news agency,
where I worked for thirty years. Stephanie
Vogel of Seattle had discovered from my
articles in Soviet Life that I was an old friend of
Valery Brumel, her favourite sportsman, and
asked me whether I could send her some
Brumel memorabilia—postcards, catalogues,
badges, commemorative medals and suchlike.
Her parcel also contained a few ounces of
sliced dry sausage in a plastic packet with the
following accompanying note: “I hope this will
be of some comfort to you, Brumel, in these
times of shortage.”

Stephanie Vogel’s gesture was not quite as
cranky as it may seem at first sight. In Soviet
Life 1 had chronicled the problems of the
former Olympic high-jump champion (1964)
after serious injury had prevented him from
pursuing his career in top-level competition.
Once a Soviet national hero, Brumel found
himself out of a job almost overnight. He was
no longer needed. Through a combination of
optimism and resourcefulness, he eventually
managed to survive by giving lectures and
publishing his autobiography. But by then he
had been through some very hard times indeed,
sometimes having to rely on the money he got
from returnable bottles at twelve kopeks a time
to pay for his next meal. It was only after Gor-
bachev had introduced perestroika that Brumel
was able to draw a disablement benefit of 110
roubles a month. With that sort of income, the
ex-world-record-holder was certainly not
going to turn his nose up at the sausage sent by
his American fan.

There is nothing particularly unusual about
this story in the Soviet context. As long as
champions earn medals—and foreign cur-
rency—for their country they are supported by
the state and féted by the media. But the
moment they fail to make the grade they are
left to their own devices. If they are accommo-
dating and know how to please their superiors,
they can hope to land a job as a trainer or admin-
istrator. But if they are independent-minded,
like Brumel, they can expect no support. That
is why, for many years, Soviet sportsmen who
were able to travel abroad often resorted to
smuggling on a grand scale so as to have some-
thing to put away for a rainy day.

An athlete’s career is a short one. The
physical effort required, unrelenting pressure
and psychological stress inevitably result in
serious traumas and premature ageing. There is
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some truth in the joke about beer being better
for the health than sport. By the age of twenty-
three, young sports “veteran” Brumel had
already had a cartilage operation for a com-
plaint that is common among high jumpers.
But not all athletes were lucky enough to get
patched up in this way. The only ones who got
help were those still capable of winning events
and breaking records. The legendary triple-
jump champion, Victor Saneyev, world record-
holder and Olympic champion in 1968 and
1976, was even sent to Finland for treatment.
When necessary, the Sports Ministry paid in
hard currency. It was just too bad for those
who were past their peak.

THE SAD STORY OF
VLADIMIR KISSILEV

We Russians are only just beginning to admit,
to our embarrassment, that the craze for drug-
taking, an activity once described as “the result
of bourgeois habits,” also swept the Soviet
Union, the world’s “leading worker and peas-
ant state.” At the 1980 Moscow Olympics—
which were once hailed as “outstanding” and
are now regarded as “shameful”—the Soviet
Union took advantage of its status as host
nation to drug its sportsmen as never before. In
athletics alone, it swept the board with fifteen
gold medals, a suspiciously high success rate
even in the absence of the Americans. Some of
the medal-winners had never been heard of
before the Games—and were immediately for-
gotten afterwards.

Vladimir Kissilev astonished everyone by
winning the shot-put event. He then completely
vanished from the public eye. Only recently did
his sad fate come to light. Drugs had taken their
toll: the ex-champion became an invalid and
several times came close to death. He eventually
managed to pull through, but the athletics offi-
cials who had earned laurels and well-paid jobs
as a result of his exploits did not lift a finger to
help him.

As for the celebrated ice-hockey player
Victor Yakushev, he owed his salvation to a
sympathetic foreign sportsman. At the end of
his playing career he became a trainer and
enjoyed a relatively comfortable position. But a
few years later his former injuries manifested
themselves again. In the course of an outstand-
ing career, Yakushev had broken his femur
several times: no sooner had the bone set than
he would be sent back on to the ice rink. He
eventually contracted coxitis, which meant that
he would never be able to move again unless he







































The sporting ideal

HIs Olympic year has, once again, given us

all an opportunity to appreciate the impor-

tance of the sporting spirit and universal
values whose flame burns as brightly as cver in
the world’s athletcs. In Barcelona I was able to
witness the universal appeal of the Games for
myself. Over 10,000 athletes, 65,000 spectators in
the Montjuic Stadium and close on three-and-a-
half billion television viewers were united during
the opening ceremony in an ardent desire to cele-
brate the sporting ideal.

Observing that vast and motley crowd, I was
reminded of the words of Baron Pierre de Cou-
bertin: “The ideal sports spectator is an athlete
who has taken a break from his or her own exer-
tions to watch the performance of a more skilful
or better trained fellow athlete”. Of course ath-
letes watching as spectators are fully conversant
with the rules of the sport and the controlled
movement it involves; they are in a better posi-
tion to judge the technical and tactical aspects of a
competitor’s performance. But in a world where
the mass media make it possible for the peoples of
the five inhabited continents to follow Olympic
events as they take place, the spectator has
become considerably more sophisticated. Nowa-
days, while often thrilled by the excitement of the
spectacle, the amateur has learnt to appreciate the
aesthetic quality of movement and excellence of
performance.

We all also know, alas, that spectators and ath-
letes sometimes behave in a way that can mar the
educational function of sport. I shall not dwell on

the reasons for these lapses—for which remedies

exist and which have been analysed and
condemned by all who strive tirelessly to defend
the sporting ethic. I shall simply lay stress—for it
seems to me to be crucial—on the need to encour-
age fair play from the earliest possible age, at
school and through youth movements and asso-
ciations, with the assistance of the media.

At 1ts most recent session, UNESCO’s General
Conference added an article to the International
Charter of Physical Education and Sport in which
it called on public authorities, specialized non-
governmental organizations, the Olympic Move-
ment, the world of sport, educators, health pro-
fessionals, parents, and particularly the media, to
co-operate in averting the harmful influences that
threaten sport.

Happily, the harmful trends are counter-

balanced by the exhilarating images that remain

ctched in our memories. I am thinking of the
behaviour of the winners of the trophies awarded
annually by the International Fair Play Com-
mittee as a tribute to the moral and sporting
qualities of athletes representing a multiplicity of
nationalities and sports.

I am also thinking of two athletes who ran in
the women’s 10,000 metres at the last Olympic
Games. These two African women, whom poli-
tics had put in opposing camps, found themselves
united by sport; running shoulder to shoulder,
they acknowledged each other’s existence in their
shared effort. The image of the lap of honour they
ran together after the race, hand in hand, pro-
jected the glow of fellowship in sport to the four
corners of the Earth. 0
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